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The Coronado
Fourth
Centennial
.
£
, By GILBERTOEsPIN.OSA

i

HE last Legislature of New Mexico, by Sp~ial Act, .

T
created the "Goronado Fourth CentenniaJ Corporation,"
the object of which is to prepare for a statewide celebration

during the year 1940 of the four hQ-ndredth anniversary of
the journey of Francisco Vasquez de Coronado.
In his prologue to his HOIperic History of New Mexico,
Gaspar Perez de Villagra says, that noireater misfortune
could possibly befall a people than to lack an hi~torian to set
down properly their ~nnals-to perpetuate all those human
events which if left to the frail memory of man and the
mercy of passing years will be sacrificed upon the altars of
time.
. ,
Fortunately, we have a compl~te record of one of these
events. Just as Villagra wrote as an eye witness of the
details of the Conquest of New Mexico by Onate, so Pedro
Castaneda de Nacera, a private 'the army of Coronado, in
4is Relaci6n de la J ornada de Cibola has preserved 'for pos.terity the glorious d~ils of Coronado's entrada~ Winship'·.
in his translation has made the same available in the
English language. Bancroft, Bandelier, Twitchell, 'Prince,.
Read, as well as many early Spanish writers, have written
of Coronado. J ones in his Quivira has carefully followed
the explorer's footsteps from Compostela to Culiacan,
thence to Zuni, Tiguex, and Pecos, down into the pan-handle
of Texas, northerly across Oklahoma into Kansas and easterly across the plains, ~nd return.
Hence it is, that the accomplishments, the bravery, and
enterprise of those adventurous and courageous men gf iron,
are preserved for us; today these~ men live, endowed with'
an immortality .their deeds have merited and their chroniclers have recorded.
.
To relate the story of Coronado, is to recount an oft
told tale of adventure, courage and romance, which is never
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old. It is a story comparable but not surpassed by any
achievement recorded in the pages of history. The march of
the Ten Thousand Greeks into the heart of Persia and back
to the 'sea; the valorous conquest of the Empire of MontezU,ma by Cortes and his handful of Spaniards; the- glorious
epic of Pizarro in Peru; these compare with but do not surpass the story of Coronado.
So it is, .to cherish the sacrifices and heroic' deeds of
those who first set foot in New Mexico, that we are· now
,preparing for a proper observance during the year 1940 of
the fOlIr hundredth anniversary of the joprney of Francisco
Vasquez de Coronado.
'
We in New Mexico live in an atmosphere of things historic. In the past we have little appreciated our, true historic heritage. . Texts studied in childhood and impressiens
formed take us to the Atlantic seaboard for our first
glimpses of American hi~tory. We think Qf Plymouth Rock
ana Jamestown when we recall the histor" of the founding
of our country. So without detracting from the importance
of those events and the heroism and self sacrifice of those
'who took part therein, we should not overlook the fact thatscarce forty-eight years after the discovery of America and
eighty years before the Pilgrim fathers landed at Pl)tmouth
Rock, mail chid soldiers of Spain and brown robed Franciscans, had travelled up the Colorado River in boats; crossed
the State of Arizona; gazed upon the mighty depths of the
Grand Canyon of the Colorado; wintered twice among the
New Mexico pueblos; crossed the states of Texas, Oklahoma,
and Kansas and almost reached the MisBissippi.
To fully appreciate the adventurous march of Coronado
and his men, it' is ~essential to recall the historical events
which preceded it and also to understand the situation in ~
New Spain at this time; the psychology of the. age and
period which prompted men to leave their homes beyond the
seas, spend their all, mortgage their future, and fOflow any-:where danger, adventure, and romancejbeckoned. In some,
the urge was lust for gold, silver, and ·precious stones. In
~~~,
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others it was an urge to save souls to God. In still others it
was ambition to extend the realms of the Spanish monarch.
In all it could be summed up as th~ spirit of the times. The
unknown had been tapped and an adventure crazed world
was frantic to discover its most hidden secrets.
In April, 1528, Panfilo de Narvaez, a Spanish sea captain, was shipw.recked on the Florida coast. Of his three
ships and their crews, but four souls were saved: Alvar
NunezCabeza de Vaca, the treasurer of the expedition;
Alonzo de Castillo, Andres Dorantes, and a Barbary negro,
slave of Dorantes, named Estevan. These wandered for
eight ,years a('''oss the states of. Texas and New Mexico,
finally meeting their own people in Sinaloa on the West coast
of Mexico. .
In their wanderings, Cabe~a de Vaca and his companions saw and heard of manysfra.nge wonders. They had
gazed up~n the plains as far as the eye could re~ch, a rolling
sea of buffalo. "They had spied' from afar, the lofty walls of
the'New Mexico pueblos which appeared to them after their
long wanderings, in their wild imagination, lofty turrets and
citadels, mighty cities. They had likewise heard everywhere
of the fa?ulous Seven Cities of Cibola where gol<tand silver
11
and precIOUS stones abounded.
Let us consider the situation in Mexico. Sc~-rce a generation had passed since the Conquest. A new generation
had come, in whom the traditions of that glorious age were_
yet fresh. Mexico and Peru had for years poured their
streams of gold ~nd silver into the Spanish treasury. From
, the 'King to the Viceroy and from the Viceroy to the Governors of the Provinces, dow~ to"' the lowliest private -~d
the man on the streets," everywhere was the insane urge t<i"
seek further conquests in the regions as yet unknown. The
stories told by Cabeza ,de Vaca and his companions had a
tremendous effect. Everyone felt certain that in those
regions to the north would be found another Mexico, another
Peru.
,
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The Viceroy of New'Spain at this time was Antonio de
l\lendoza. A shrewd, calculating, ambitious individual, and
above all a man of: action, he lost no time in securing his
advantage. His would be the credit and th~ glory of this
conquest.
Having entertained Cabeza de Vaca and
Dorantes at his home in Mexico City (he purchased Estevan
from Dorantes) and having heard their 'story, he forthwith
dispatched Marcos de Niza, a Franciscan monk, with several
companions, including Estevan, to check up on these reports.
Niza journeyed' as far as Zuni, the first of the Seven
Cities of Cibola, referred to hereinafter also as Cibola aI\d
as Hawikuh. He did not enter the pueblo but remained at a
distance while Estevan approached. At the Pueblo, Estevan
provoked a quarrel and was killed. His companions fled·
without entering the Pueblo. The credulous friar, gazing
from a distance upon the lofty walls of Zuni, rising tier upon
tier, the like of ·which had never been seen before in New
Spain, readily was convinced that he was gazing upon one.
of the rich and powerful cities of Cibola. He returned post,
.haste and reported to Mendoza an exaggerated account of
what he had seen.
.
When the news spread of the report the good Friar had
made to Mendoza, ent)lusiasm ran wild. Immediately Mendoza set about to organize an expedition for the conquest of
this new "EI Dorado."
.
No single event in the history of New Spain aroused
such enthusiasm throughout the Spanish world a~ did the
contemplated expedition for the conquest of the SeViE~n Cities
of Cibola. Cortes and Pizarro, while far from realizing the
rich empires that awaited them, yet had some inkling thereof. The Spanish Monarch, however, was entirely ignorant
of the wealth that would soon pour into the Spanish treasury. How different in this instance. Charles V gave the
enterprise his wholehearted support. He felt' an opportu~
nity to 'replenish his empty coffers and ~estore his empire to
world domination. A ship load of armour, cannon, and t~e
?
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necessary accoutt:ements of w~r, was furnished the expedition from the Royal Arsenal. Mendoza saw an opportunity
to win eternal fame and fortune in "the conquest of a rich
and mighty empire. He personally advanced large sums
and obtained grants from the Royal Exchequer. The total
cost of the expedition amounted to a present day outlay of
about a million dollars.
An idea of the importance attached, to the e~pedition is
r~adily gathered from the personnel. From the leader to
the ordinary soldier it included the flower of Spanish youth
in the New World. Contemporary writers tell us that the
army which gathered at Compostela, Mexico, for the personal review of the Viceroy, on tl].e 22nd day of April, 1538,
was the most gorgeous array of Spanish Military strength
ever assembled In the New ·World.
Let us glance over the list of officers and men. Its gEmeral was Frandsco Vasquez de Coronado. A young man
yet, of some thirty-eight years" he was governor of the
Province of Nueva Galicia in New Spain. Young in years
he had already proven his military prowess in the pacification of that Province. A native of Salamanca, Spain, he had
come to the New World with Mendoza in 1527. Coronado
was married to the young and beautiful Beatrice de Estrada,
a blood cousin of Charles V. The youthful general rode at
the head of his troops on a beautiful white charger gorgeously caparisoned in red and yellow with gold trimmings
and fringe. He alone wore a~ gilded armour. White and
red plumes floated from his helmet.
•
Castaneda gives us the following officers of the expedition. Stand;;trd bearer, Pedro de Tobar, son of. Fernando ,,~
de Tobar, mayordomo of the late.Queen Dona Juana. The
master at arms was Lope de Samaniego, governor of. the
Arsenal at Mexico, whose fate it was to die by an Indian
arrow before the expedition left Mexican soil. The captains
were Tristan de. Arellano, Pedro de Guevara, Garcia Lopez
d~ Cardena~, the discoverer of the Grand Canyon, Rodrigo
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Maldonado, brother-in-law of the Duke de Infantado, Diego
L6pez, member of the City Council 'of Seville, and Diego
Gutierrez, all gentleme~ born. The commander of Infantry
was Pablo de Melgares' and the Chief of Artillery Hernando
de.Alvarado. There was als~ Juan de Saldivar, great uncle
of Juan and Vicente de Saldivar, who accompnied Onate into
this country in 1599, the latter being killed at Acoma.
There also was Juan Gallego, to whom was entrusted the
duty of keeping communications open with the Viceroy'in
Mexico. There was also Melchoir Diaz, one time mayor of
Culiacan, and many others of the noblest families in the old
and new Spain. The expedition numbered a thousand men,
of whom three .hundred and fifty w,ere Spaniards, the remainder Mestizos and Mexican Indians. The artillery consisted of a dozen small pieces called ."pedreros." . These
proved entirely ineffective against the heavy walls of the
Pueblos, but were effective in impressing the natives with
their ,thunder, which was most terrifying.
All in all, it was indeed a gorgeous and formidable
array which passed before Mendoza in Final Review. Most
of t~e Spaniards were mounted. The Hidalgos had extra
mounts. Great numbers of slaughter animals accompanied
the army. Final instructions were given and on· the 22nd
day of February, 1538, the army set forth in quest of the
fabulous Cibola. The immediate destination was Culiacan, some two hundred miles to the northwest. The Viceroy
personally accompanied them for two days and then reluctantly retutned to his Capital while the army went ,on 'its
. way.
:Mendoza and his advisers believed that regions to be
conquered adjoined the so-called Southern Sea and dispatched Hernando de Alarcon at the head of a sea expedition
with orders t6 follow up the Western c03:st and keep in communication with the land forces. Alarcon and his men proceeded up the mouth of the Colorado River to a point well
beyond Yuma, where, unable to go any further, they left
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messages and retUrned. These messages were later found
.
by Pedrp de Tobar.
It
On March
. 28th, 1540, the Army reached Culiacan.
,
had been a long Bllld arduous journey for the gallant cavaliers in holiday attire. They soon learned the stern reality
of the hardships a;head. At Culiacan the army left most of
its excess baggage, heavy armour, silk clothing, ·books, and·, .
even silver candlesticks.
.
At Culiacan, Coronado left the main army to follow and
with some seventYrfive mounted companions and three hundred of the best equipped foot soldiers, and with Marcos de
Niza as their guide, went on ahead~ These left Culiacan
on the 22nd day of April, 1540. The direction they followed
was the path of Friar Marcos bnhis previous trip.
Following the valley of the River Sonora, the advance
reached Arizona at about Fort Grant; from whence after
sending word to the army to fo~low, ,they went northward'
along the Gila River to the vicinity of Fort Apache, thence
east and north into New Mexic6. On July 4th, 1540, the
puel:>Jo of Zuni was sighted. This was the pueblo Friar
Marcos had seen from afar.
The first sight of Cibola was a terrific disappointment
to the Spaniards. 'rrue, thEW had some misgivings as to the
truth of Fray l\{arc(])s' report. Ever since the army- had left
CuIiac{m~ they had gathered from the few natives they had
seen that his stories of the golden splendour of Cibola were
a myth. There were open murmurings against the Friar
which broke into b~tter resentmerit when the true f~cts
were known. The good Friar taking advantage of t~e first
opportunity, returneq. to Mexico City with a courier, happy
to escape a most uncomfortable situation.
.
Coronado was refused admittance to Zuni. The Indians barricaded their homes and prepared for defense. On
the 7th day of July, 1540~ the Spaniards took tpe pueblo by
storm. No gold or silver or precious stones were found, but
the soldiers did find in abundance, corn, beans, pumpkins,
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and turkeys, which \n their present situation were more
important. No losses were suffered by the Spaviards save
a few wounded among whom was their general, Coronado.'
A stone hurled from a rooftop had struck his helmet and
rendered him unconscious..
Coronado re.mained at Zuni awaiting the main army
until November. In the meantime, he dispatched several
expeditions to explore the country. Pedro de Tobar was
sent to the P~ovince of Tusayan where he discovered the
Moki and Hopi pueblos. He also brGught back information
about the Grand Canyon. Garcia Lopez de Cardenas was
sent in August and was the first white man to gaze upon this
mightiest of nature's wonders. The Spaniards called it "the
mouth of hell." His report to Coronado was received with
little interest. When Cardenas described the depth and
width of this mighty chasm, the youthful general smiled
patronizingly and obligingly changed the subject.
While at Zuni, CorGnado receiVed in audience an Indian
from the pueblo of Pecos (Cicuye) who told him of the fabulous cities of Quivira where gold and silver were found -in
abundance. Cibola was now a bubble which had burst. So
now, all attention was,directed
to this new "EI Dorado,"
the
.
.
"Quivira." Coronado sent Hernando de Alvarado to visit
Pecos and check up on these accounts. On his way, Alvarado
passed the pueblo of Acoma and was the first white man to
see this city perched upon its lofty heights. Alvarado
crossed the Rio Grande somewhere in the vicinity of Albuquerque and stopped at the pueblos of the Province of
Tiguez. These numbered seventeen ~nd included the
pueblos o,f Kuaua and Puara, now 'being excavated by' the
University of New Mexi<;::o. Castenada calls the place
"Tiguex."
By November the main body of Coronado's army under
Tristan de Arellano, reached Cibola. Alvarado, after establishing winter headquarters at Tiguez, proceeded hiplself to
Pecos, thence to the buffalo plains in East Texaf?, and return'

"
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ing met Coronado at Tiguex, where the winter of 1540-1541
was passed.
.
.
In the Spring of 1541, Coronado left TigueJ\ for Quivira.
An Indian called "EI Turco" by the Spaniards,'..who claimed
to have been robbed by the Indians of Pecos of gold bracelets, told Coronado~f this and offered to lead the army t~
Quivira. Coronado proceeded to Pecos where he secured
several other guides,. several Tewa Indians, and a Quivira
Indian named Isopete.
Following this new will .0' th~ wisp, Coronado and his
men under the guidance of the false "Turco" were led far
astray into the plains of Texas, to the vicinity of Abiline.
Here they became hopelessly confused. Isopete denounced
EI Turco to Coronado and offe~ed to lead them to the true
Quivira. The. false guide, faced by Isopete and the other
guides, finally con~ess:ed that the Indians of Cibola had induced him to lead the Spaniards into the plains where they
would be lost. Under the new guide, Isopete, a new start
was' made. Selecting seventy-five chosen followers, all
mounted, Coronado sent the remainder of his fol~owers back.
to Tiguex and started for Quivira.
The new route led due north across Texas and Oklahoma and into Kansas, then easterly to a point near the
present Lyons. In this vicinity were found the_ villages of
the Quivirans. These proved to be a. friendly industrious
,
people living in communities with well made grass huts.
They tilled· the soil and were advanced in civilization though
not up to the standard of the Pueblo Indians. There was
none of the gold or wealth which the lying "Turco" had
'.
represented.
Coronado remained in Quivira a. month. From here he
sent glowing accounts to the Viceroy of the beauty of the
country and the fertility of the soil. The return trip was
made in a direct line, avoiding. the long detour or their
former
. march.
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In the absence of Coronado, Arellano had againestabHshed winter quarters at Tiguex. An expedition sent by him,
•
under Francisco de Barrionuevo, visited the pueblos of
Jemez and Taos while another expedition explored the<Jl. lower
Rio Grande Valley visiting all the pueblos as far south as
Senecu and Socorro. All of the Rio Grande pueblos were
given names by Coronado and his men, many of which they
still bear.
The winter of 1541-1542 was again-spent at Tiguex. In
the Spring of 1542, almost a year to the day that he had set
out for Quivira, Coronado turned his steps southw·ard. On
the return trip he met with Captain Juan Gallego and Pedro
de Tobar, who Were separately bringing reinforcements
from Mexico. These and their followers urged Coronado to "
return to Quivira with the army but the general was weary"
and longed for his pleasant estates and Mexico~ The quest,
so far as wealth was concerned, had been a dismal fail ure.
He was a tired 'and broken man. At each settlement, the
army dwindled away. Culiacan claimed a few, a few deserted here and there. By the time the ~rmy reached Compostela, barely one hundred men remained. The general
proceeded to l\1:exico City; where he made a report to the
Viceroy.
In the judgment of the times, Coronado was a colossal
failure. He and his followe~s returned broken in, health
and in fortune. No mighty empires were discovered; ~o
'rich treasures to enrich the Spanish Monarch. His journey,
however, was of tremendous importance: For the first time
it compreh'ensive understanding was had of the geogfaphy
of Western America. Coronado's explorations' led directly
to the expeditions which followed into Arizona, California, ~
New Mexico, and Texas. His explorations reached from
California on the west to almost the Mississippi on the east.
Among the accomplishments of the Coronado explorations
we might list the following. Hernando de Alarcon and
MelcoirDiaz were. the first white men to set foot on the pres>

U
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ent soil of C~lifornia..- Hernando de Alarcon discovered
and
,
sailed up the
Colorad(]) river.
Garcia
Lopez de Cardenas disr
.
.
covered the Grand Canyon. Hernando de Alvarado was the
first European to visit Acoma. Coronado and his' men visited every Indian pueblo from Hopi to Pecos and from Taos
to Socorro. For the first ti~e the soil of Texas, Oklahoma,
and Kansas felt.the tread of a European. Surely such'
accomplishments are worthy of being perpetuated:
~
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